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ABSTRACT
Ejq>loring the Situational Context of
Criminal Assaults and Batteries

by
Gini René Deibert
Dr. Terance Miethe, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of Criminal Justice
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Social scientists are increasingly aware of the
significance of examining crime events and the situational
context of crime.

This paper extends that research by

exploring the physical and social aspects of assaults.
Guided by research on masculinity, status threats, and
character contests, this study uses police data to examine
the situational dynamics of dispute-related assaults.
Specifically, this study differentiates two types of
dispute-related violence: character contests and non
character contests. Numerous situational variables are
examined to assess the significance of their relationship
with the likelihood of an offense being a character contest.
By comparing character contests to other types of
dispute-related assaults, this study addresses whether there
are significant differences between the circumstances of
these two types of violent situations.
iii

From the analysis of
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nearly 200 incidents of dispute-related assaults, I find a
common structural basis in these crime events that includes
particular sets of offender, victim, and situational
character contests and other forms of dispute-related
violence.

This study explores these common structures

and

the role of character contests in violent situations.
Finally, the implications for future research are discussed.

iV
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Criminologists employ three analytic methods to study
crime: macro, micro, and situational analyses.

Macro

analysis examines the structural correlates of crime rates.
Macro-analysis tends to use on cross-sectional studies that
emphasize differences across macro units of analysis.

These

studies focus on combinations of individual and situational
elements of crime trends.
Conversely, criminologists use micro-analysis to
determine factors associated with individuals' propensity to
commit crimes.

These factors can be biological,

psychological, or sociological.

Testosterone levels, broken

homes, and weak bonds to society are examples of various
factors measured against individual criminal tendencies.
Finally, crime is studied through situational analysis of
crime events.

This method focuses on individual elements

associated with crime or specific elements that impede
opportunity for particular criminal acts.
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Situational Analysis of Crime Events
While most research in criminology continues to focus on
macro-structural correlates and individual level
propensities, numerous researchers advocate situational
methods to study violent interactions (Felson and Steadman
1983; Hepburn 1973; Katz 1988; Lofland 1969; Luckenbill
1977).

Situational analysis of crime events has gradually

developed over the last century.

Mead (1934) established the

sociological idea of looking at social events as having a
beginning, middle, and end.

Social events are processes,

according to Mead, in which the interaction of actors leads
to some given outcome.
Parsons (1937; 1967) adds that the best means to analyze
these social events is

through examining the relationships

between their individual elements, such as actors, social
processes, and situations.

Goffman (1967) expands the idea

of a situational approach to social events with the term
'situated transaction.'

A situated transaction is the

interaction that occurs between people while they are in the
immediate presence of each other.

However, it is Parsons

(1967) whose contribution to situational analysis is most
noteworthy.

His emphasis on process within the social act is

essential in operationalizing it as an event.
Parsons (1967) maintains that it is necessary to
consider the social act as a process to establish a tanporal
sequence among the parts of the act.

Once the sequence is

established, then the act can be considered as a stochastic
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process.

Generally, this process consists of individual

stages that can be represented as a set of branching
alternatives through which the process "goes" to the next
stage.

He assumes the following sequence.

First, the act consists of interpreting an object or
person within the context of a preliminary relational
classification.

Next, the act involves some evaluations of

those objects or persons in terms of pattern variables.
Finally, the act requires an actor to fix a particular
orientation toward the object or person.

These set stages

with fixed laws dictating each phase lend to predictable
outcomes according to Parsons (1967) . Thus, a model can be
constructed in which outcomes can be predicted for any given
situation.
Additionally, if events occur in set patterns that can
be predicted, McClintock (1963) argues that the physical and
social settings must be factored into the model.

Thus, a

crime event cannot be separated from the physical and social
setting in which it occurs.

When temporal ordering of social

events is factored into the transactionary nature of social
events, criminologists have a framework for a comprehensive
study of crime: situational analysis.
Modem criminologists employing situational analysis
have refined the concepts and methods previously developed.
For instance, the transaction or crime event is the unit of
analysis in these revised studies, not just the offender
(Luckenbill 1977) . Criminal events are viewed in terms of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

4

how actors interact.

The conceptualization, in turn, allows

researchers to extend their focus beyond the offenders and
their motivations for commission of crime to include a
multitude of other factors that may play a large role in the
criminal event (Kennedy and Sacco 1996).

Thus, victim-

offender relationships and dynamics can be factored into the
explanation of violent events as well as the role of physical
and social settings.

The actions of other participants, in

part, can also determine the outcome of the criminal event.
Only recently has this approach to explaining crime
become feasible, as extensive information about crimes is now
recorded and maintained by policing agencies.

During the

majority of this century, crime reports have focused on the
numbers of crimes but failed to include any information about
the circumstances of the crime.

Thus, analysis of the

criminal event was problematic.

Recent and substantial

improvements in the counting procedures have created detailed
information about criminal events.

Subsequently, situational

analysis is growing as a tool of modem criminologists
(Kennedy and Sacco 1996) .
Situational analysis is often conducted using
data analysis of police records.
circumstances

secondary

These records contain the

of criminal events which are based on victim,

offender, and witness statements. Kennedy and Sacco (1996)
note that while these records may suffer from inaccuracies
based on the subjectivity of these statements, the c r iminal
justice system prosecutes based on the circumstances of these
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reports.

These reports, and the statements contained within,

explain what occurred during a crime.

They are the best

available source of information on violent interactions.
The situational analysis technique is particularly
useful in examining the nature of interpersonal violence,
such as assaults, batteries, and homicides.‘ This is the
case because the situations, both physical and social, have
tremendous influence over how assaultive violence occurs.'
"In many cases of assault, offenders may feel that they are
merely responding to verbal or physical transgressions on the
part of others," (Kennedy and Sacco 1996:6).

The immediate

circumstances of these types of transgressions such as
character contests, the presence of witnesses or bystanders,
the location of the crime, and the facilitating hardware, are
all contributing factors to assaults that rise from
interpersonal disputes.

These types of factors and their

contributions to assaults are the subject of this study.

The Current Study
Using police department data on assaults, the current
study examines the role of physical and social environments
in violent events.

While a sizable body of research on

violence already exists, there is less comprehensive research
^ According to Felson and Steadman (1980:4), "Previous studies
that compare homicide and assault find, with some
expectations, that homicides and assaults are similar."
' Assaultive violence is defined as an interaction between two
or more actors in which one or more of these actors uses
"coercion based on physical force," (Luckenbill 1984:19).
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on the situational analysis of criminal events.

No single

theory has been discovered that accounts for all of the
variables in a criminal event that leads to violence.
However, synthesizing several aspects of different theories
may provide a viable theory of a type of violent
interpersonal actions consistent with character contests.
Thus, this study blends concepts proposed by several
different theorists to test for general patterns in violent
transactions.

Primarily, this study tests how character

contests play a role in escalating verbal, trivial
altercations to assaults.

Facilitating these assaults are

the locations in which they occur.

This research also

examines if the routine activities of both victims and
offenders tend to place the actors in geographic places
conducive to violence.
Once physical settings are accounted for in violent
events, this study looks at the impact of social environments
on. these interactions.

The victim-offender relationship is

considered as to whether it plays a role in escalating or
limiting violence.

The role of bystanders and witnesses in

the criminal event are also explored. Finally, this study
examines the role of mutual combat in the emergence of
interpersonal disputes that result in violence.

Combined,

these factors are expected to effect the probability of a
character contest occurring.
The current study unites these various theoretical
concepts and applies situational analysis to test for
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relationships between the actors, the physical settings, and
the social settings of these events.

The primary research

question asks whether there are significant differences in
the two identified types of dispute-related violence—
character contests and other disputes.

Variation in the

dependent variable across a victim, offender and offense
variables are presented to address this question.
This type of approach bridges the paradigms of modern
criminology and allows generalizations to be made about the
nature and characteristics that underline violent
transactions.

Additional generalizations can be made

regarding the nature of character contests as they relate to
various situational elements.
This study presents contemporary research that accounts
for the epidemiology and etiology of dispute-related violence
in Chapter 2.

These discussions frame the current study's

hypothesis and research methods which are addressed in
Chapter 3.

The results are presented in Chapter 4 followed

by a discussion of the main findings in Chapter 5.

Chapter 5

will also outline the significance of this study for future
research.
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CHAPTER I I

THE DISTRIBUTIONS AND SITUATIONAL EXPLANATIONS OF VIOLENCE

Data on assaultive violence shows commonalities in how
these crimes are distributed spatially and temporally.

Not

unlike other crime, assaultive violence is not randomly nor
evenly distributed throughout society (Felson and Steadman
1983; Luckenbill 1984).

Contemporary research suggests that

there are several consistencies in the epidemiology of
violent transactions across western cultures (See Davidson
1989; Felson and Tedeschi 1993; Luckenbill 1984).
This chapter addresses the temporal and spatial
distributions of violence followed by a review of relevant
explanations of assaultive violence.

Primarily, this study

relies on the theories of character contests in explaining a
significant portion of assaultive violence.

Contributing

factors such as masculinity, third parties, victim-offender
relationships and physical settings are addressed separately.
Finally, this chapter concludes with a presentation of the
research questions used in this study.
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Temporal and Spatial Distributions of Assaultive Violence
National Crime Victimization Surveys (NCVS) consistently
show assaultive violence is most likely to occur during
nighttime hours.

Over half of known violent offenses

reported to the police occur at night (Department of Justice
1994; Miethe and Meier 1994) . Despite the uniqueness of Las
Vegas, Nevada as a '24-hour city,' reported assaultive
violence occurs mostly at night.
Several theorists propose that the consistent temporal
distribution of assaultive violence results from stable
opportunity and victimization factors.

For instance, victims

and offenders are more likely to engage in high-risk
activities and there is less guardianship during the
nighttime hours (See Kennedy and Sacco 1996; Miethe and Meier
1994).
Similar to the temporal distribution of assaultive
violence, the spatial distribution varies by victim-offender
relationships, social class, and by the level of social
disorganization (Miethe and Meier 1994; Davidson 1989) .
Areas that are considered socially disorganized have higher
reported instances of assaultive violence (Department of
Justice 1994).
These distribution commonalities vary significantly by
situational factors including motivations, victim-offender
relationships, and social classes of the actors.

Thus, there

is no universal type of assaultive violence evenly
distributed throughout society.

Instead, a variety of
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situational factors are associated with, violence.

A wide

body of theoretical explanations must be integrated to
account for the physical, social, and individual structural
elements as well as the interactions between these factors.

Social Interactionist Explanations of Assaultive Violence
Essential to explaining violence through situational
analysis is the examination of the social dynamics that occur
between actors in a crime event.

Numerous social

interactionist theories have been developed to explain the
nature of these dynamics in violent transactions.
The term 'social interaction theories' was first
presented by Felson and Steadman (1980) . Felson and Tedeschi
(1993) maintain three assumptions of this theoretical
approach to violence: (1) assaultive violence is related to
interpersonal goal attainment; (2) an understanding of
assaultive violence must emphasize situational factors (e.g.,
relationships between actors, the dynamics of their
interaction and the presence of others); (3) actors'
perceptions and legitimation of their actions must be
factored into the analysis.
Felson and Tedeschi(1993) argues that the analysis of
social interaction is the best means to study violence,
whether predatory or dispute-related. However, the current
study focuses only on the latter as the majority of assaults
committed are dispute-related.

Violence resulting from

dispute-related social interactions involve reactions to a
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perceived wrongdoing (Black 1983).

The aggrieved actor seeks

to retaliate against the wrongdoing both as punishment and
deterrence for the offenses (Felson and Tedeschi 1993).
Generally, theories that explain dispute-related violence
focus on the process through which an offended party
rectifies a wrongdoing to his social self.

The general

principles that underlie this dispute process are thought to
resemble "character contests."

Character Contests
Character contests involve a spoken or gestured
interaction which one or more parties perceive as offensive
and threatening to one's character, self, or identity.

While

this interaction may be physically threatening, the offense
is essentially against another actor's social self (Goffman
1967; Felson and Steadman 1983; Lofland 1969; Luckenbill
1977).

In response to the offense, the aggrieved actor may

engage in one of three problem solving techniques: inaction,
withdrawal, or yielding to the offense (Pruitt et al. 1993) .
However, in many cases, the offended party resorts to
violence to retaliate against the offense.

Hence, a

character contest results.
Goffman (1967) presents the theory of a character
contest in terms of 'social face' and its defense.

Social

face is a self-delineated concept of social attributes
including relative social power and prestige that is usually
shared by others (Goffman 1967; Lyman and Scott 1991).
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face is neither stagnating nor physically tangible.

Instead,

Goffman argues the face is determined by the flow of events
in any social encounter.

When an actor is in wrong face or

is out-of-face, he experiences shame and inferiority.

His

reputation and sense of self identity are jeopardized.
During the process, the actor perceives that he must
reestablish his social face which is achieved through a
violent act.
Within a character contest, the offending actor in the
transaction refuses to allow the aggrieved actor to return to
his formal social face throughout the process.

Returning to

an acceptable social face is vital to the existence of the
wronged actor.

Therefore the involved actors consciously

agree to reconcile the matter through violence.
The physical encounter, which is socially defensive in
motivation, is the primary means used by the offended actor.
The offending actor accepts the violence as a dispute
resolution tool in these situations either passively or
actively.
Luckenbill (1977) interprets Goffiaan's character contest
theory through six temporally ordered stages of interaction
between victims, offenders, and bystanders.

First, the

victim initiates the transaction, usually as an offense to
another's face.’ During this first phase, the victim states
an offensive expression refuses to comply with the offender
or antagonizes the offender by making a physical gesture.
^ Luckenbill (1977: 179) defines one's face as "the image of
self that a person claims during a particular occasion."
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This initial stage, according to Luckenbill, sets up the
character contest.

Once the victim is perceived as

personally offensive, regardless of intent, the second stage
is complete.

Next, the offender must decide whether the

situation warrants a defense of his honor; a salvaging of
face.

This stage as well as the previous two are setting up

a working consensus between the victim and the offender that
the conflict will be resolved with violence.
By stage four, the victim agrees to accept violence as a
solution to the transaction.
nonverbal.

Usually, this agreement is

Rather, the victim continues to instigate the

initial offense or refuses to back down from the conflict.
Luckenbill (1977) stresses that victim not only contributes
to the transaction, but any present audience reinforces the
violent transaction as well.

Whether bystanders and

witnesses are neutral, hostile, or supportive of the violent
event, the audience mediates how the transaction will
continue.

More important, however, is the fifth stage: the

availability of a weapon.

This stage determines the severity

of the offender's actions as well as heightens the selfpropelling intensity so that a violent outcome is the only
feasible end to the transaction.

Finally, the event ends

with stage six: the falling of the victim.
Luckenbill (1977) finds character contests occur in over
76 percent of his sample of homicides. This study is widely
accepted as the definitive test of Coffman's initial theory
(See Athens 1985) . Luckenbill's findings have been
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replicated in similar studies.

For instance, Savitz, Kumar

and Zahn (1991) find 60 percent of homicides in their sample
involve a character contest such that a contest of will
became the determining factor leading to violence.
Other researchers who are concerned with character
contest models of interpersonal disputes have comparable
theoretical constructs and yield similar results to
Luckenbill.

For example, Katz (1988) proposes that typical

homicides and assaults not related to robbery are committed
in defense of "the Good." Within a given interaction, an
offender interprets both the circumstance and the victim's
behavior as morally offensive.

This affront humiliates then

enrages the offender who restores "the Good" through physical
assault.

Likewise, Felson and Steadman (1983:60) argue that

"insults, threats, physical attacks, and other actions may
'altercast' or place the target into an unfavorable
situational identity while a successful counter-attack may
nullify the imputed identity." Their research confirms the
qualitative aspects of Luckenbill's model of character
contests and violence.
Other researchers contend that an offender in a crime
event becomes a defensive deviant when he perceives a threat
to either his physical or social destruction.
Felson (1994:213) refer to these actions
justice."

Tedeschi and

as "retributive

They outline a four step process: (1) an actor

experiences a stress or forms a grievance; (2) his social
status suffers from that stress; (3) the actor identifies
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another person as

the cause of the stress or grievance; (4)

the actor becomes involved in a coercive, usually physical
altercation, to nullify the stress.
Likewise, Lofland (1969) proposes a similar processual
theory to explain defensive deviance.

Ranging from a defense

against a physical attack to defending the self against
disgrace or social jeopardy, defensive deviance is often a
result of highly variable threat perception.

This variation

derives from the actors' diverse self perceptions and social
statuses.

An actor with low attachment to the meanings and

categories of the self are likely to have low self worth.
Consequently, these actors have higher perceptions of social
status threats.

An actor's social status is inversely

related to threat perception; the higher an actor's social
status, the less likely this person will feel the need to
defend against attacks to their social status.

Actors with

less status are more likely to perceive insults as threats,
thus provoking adamant defensive deviance.
Lofland (1969) maintains that despite the subjectivity
of threat perception, the process to defend the self both
physically and socially is not entirely individualistic nor
private.

Typically, these types of social events occur in

public places, involve public shame, and are situationally
linked.

Since the social face is a public phenomenon,

Goffman (1967) also emphasizes the role of the public arena
in character contests.

These threats then are largely the
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result of affronts committed in public places or in front of
other individuals.
According to Lofland (1969), threat alone is not enough
for a defensive deviant act (e.g., an assault, battery or
homicide) to occur.

The actor must also enter a phase called

"psychological encapsulation"; a type of fixation on the
threat that must be nullified by the deviant behavior.
Lofland suggests that offenders who later recall their
violent acts uses phrases such as "I didn't think," or "I
didn't realize what I was doing," to describe their state of
mind during the crime event.
These types of statements signify that actors have no
thought of the long term consequences of their actions.
Their intentions were to remedy the immediate wrong committed
against them.

"Deviant acts may be, with disproportionate

frequency, the quickest, most effective, most efficient
responses to proximate threats, at least in the short run,"
(Lofland 1969:53).

This short term, reactionary event is

often facilitated by individualistic and situational
characteristics including previous experiences in similar
circumstances and the degree of active, immediate social
support for alternative dispute resolution methods.
The idea of a character contest escalating trivial
altercations between actors to violence has not escaped
criticism or refuting empirical findings.

Primarily, Athens

(1985) dismisses Goffman's and Luckenbill's theories as
inadequate.

According to Athens, the character contest
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theories suffer three fatal flaws: (1) overemphasis on. mutual
consent among conflicting parties to resolve their dispute
with violence; (2) misinterpretations of the meanings
attached to violence; (3) the lack of distinction between
nonviolent and violent actors.

These shortcomings, according

to Athens, cripple the character contest theories and make
them useless in explaining violent phenomena.
Similarly, Polk (1994b) criticizes Luckenbill's exacting
processual stages of violence as unrealistic.

Luckenbill's

model fails to account for rapid, spontaneous violence that
may result from a character contest.

Polk (1994b) maintains

that some violent transactions that erupt quickly illustrate
no succession of Luckenbill's six stages.

Moreover, Polk

(1994b) argues that Luckenbill presents character contests as
universal explanations for all homicides which is problematic
as this logic fails to account for infanticide and some
predatory violence.
Polk's (1994b) primary criticism, however, has less to
do with the lack of universality inherent in the theory and
the stages of violence as it does with gender.

Violence, in

particular homicide, is largely a male offending phenomena.
Luckenbill, however, presents the character contest model as
gender neutral.

Polk (1994b) argues that no viable

explanation of assaultive violence can exist without
accounting for the gender differences in offending rates.
In addition to theoretical criticisms, Ray and Simons
(1987) find no evidence of character contests in their study
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of homicides.

In a sample of 24 homicide offenders who

agreed to interview regarding their crimes, only six of the
offenders satisfactorily describe their violent behaviors in
terms that would suggest a character contest occurred between
themselves and their victims.
While Ray and Simons (1987) and Athens (1985) raise
relevant questions on character contests, neither provides a
sufficient argument to reject the theories.

For instance,

Ray and Simons (1987) used a small sample (N=24), in a
limited geographic region (small, Midwestern towns).
Nonetheless, 25 percent of participating offenders did agree
that a character contest was involved in their crimes.

Thus,

the conclusions of the study are questionable as the sample
size may not be representative and a sizable proportion of
crimes did have a contest of will involved.
Athens (1985) also fails to provide adequate evidence to
reject all character contest theories.

For example, he

criticizes that there is not a worlcing agreement among actors
to resolve a dispute in violence as emphasized by Goffiuan's
idea of mutual consent to violence.

The other 14 percent

involve situations where the victim is trying to escape an
assault.
While Gof&ian (1967) stresses that mutual consent is
necessary at every step of the interaction process,
Luckenbill de-emphasizes this as a prerequisite throughout
the transaction. Instead, Luckenbill (1977) maintains that
merely by refusing to let the aggrieved actor salvage face.
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the offending actor is, at a minimal, passively agreeing to
violence that may result as an actor attempts to restore
face. Averill's (1993) study confirms Luckenbill's findings
as only he perceived, initial social wrong committed against
the offender is vital in escalating the transaction to
violence.

The working agreement, then, is only instrumental

in the first few stages of the character contest.
Athens (1985) further argues that Goffman over
emphasizes social bonds to conformity as the sole factor in
deterring character contests from erupting between actors for
every dispute.

However, Tedeschi and Felson (1994) maintain

that conformity is a key issue in determining whether or not
one is likely to be involved in a character contest.

Middle

class, suburban residents are statistically far less likely
to be involved in a character contest than persons living in
lower socio-economic areas.
Typically, residents of the suburban areas have high
enough socio-economic status, and consequently, security in
their self as to not be threatened significantly by offenses
to their status.

Similarly, Lofland (1969) suggests social

status, gender and situational factors are all key factors in
who becomes involved in character contests.

Masculinity and Violence
Where Athens (1985) and others fail to nullify character
contests, Polk (1994b) presents criticisms that are not
easily dismissible.

Luckenbill (1977) emphasizes character
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contests focusing on physical and social settings of crime
events, yet ignores gender.

The role of masculinity in

settling trivial altercations is crucial to understanding
assaultive violence (See Wilson and Daly 1988; Wolfgang 1958;
Polk 1994a). Polk (1999:461) maintains that homicide and
assaultive violence is "fundamentally masculine in
character."

Notably, masculine competitiveness is an

underlying characteristic of homicide.
Whether a male is competing for resources, status,
dominance or control over sexual partners, Polk (1994a)
contends that confrontational homicides typically begin in
some type of honor or character contest between males.

The

altercation is usually a spontaneous reaction to some minor
nonphysical offense including verbal assaults, gestures or
disrespect to a female companion.

Polk (1994a) further

argues that the victim of violence is commonly involved in
escalating the violent transaction.
Various explanations of male violence are proposed to
support Polk's theory.

Stanko (1994:43) argues "Men's

experiences of violence are all too often attributed to their
experiences of normal masculinity." Whether in an attempt to
control women or as a "mechanism for negotiating the
hierarchies of power, " males use violence as an inherent
feature of their masculinity (Stanko 1994:43) .
This male instrument, however, tends to be concentrated
among working-class, poor and disenfranchised young men
throughout industrialized societies (Daly and Wilson 1998;
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Stanko 1994). As males are socially stratified, their
masculinity is directly linked to their class position in
society (Messerschmidt 1998) . Thus, "poor, young men with
dismal prospects for the future have good reason to escalate
their tactics of social competition and become violent,"
(Daly and Wilson 1988:287) . These males have no other
alternative dispute-resolution mechanisms.
Additionally, Wilson and Daly (1998) suggest that sexual
rivalry may underline motives for males to use violence in
their disputes.^

"Men's preoccupations with sexual

exclusivity and sexual rivalry are dominant motives in
homicide everywhere," (Wilson and Daly 1998:298) . This
motive applies to violence between intimates as well as
between male strangers.

Wilson and Daly (1998) extend this

argument further adding that deviant homicides (e.g.,
homicides committed by women) fall under this sexual rivalry
and masculine model of violence.

These researchers estimate

one-third to one-half of all homicides are precipitated by
sexual rivalry and sexual jealousy.

Bystanders and Witnesses
Like Luckenbill and Goffinan, masculinity theorists
emphasize the role of witnesses and bystanders as active
contributors to the type of violence that emerges as well as
the lethality of a conflict.

The presence of third parties

* According to Wilson and Daly (1998) sexual rivalry is a
dominant characteristic in males throughout all known
societies (See also Dobash et al. 1992; Polk 1994) .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

22

in character contests impact the nature of the transaction by
impeding or escalating the violence (Cooney 1998; Kennedy and
Sacco 1996).

Kennedy and Sacco (1996) argue that the

decision of third parties to become involved directly with a
violent transaction rests on three factors: (1) how the third
party is related to the victim and offender; (2) the costs
associated with becoming involved in the altercation; (3) the
third party's interpretation of the crime event.
Predicting the influence of these three factors on third
parties' decisions to become involved in a violent
transaction is, however, problematic.

Cooney (1998)

maintains that the stability of the third party in the
everyday lives of the actors is the strongest determinant.
For example, honor contests are most salient among lowerstatus men in urban areas.

Most of these men live in densely

populated neighborhoods in which residents are known or at
least familiar to each other.

This type of environment

fosters stable third party presence.

Thus, when a character

contest arises between actors, the third party is more likely
to become involved in the conflict and more likely to
escalate the violence (Cooney 1998).

Vietim-Offender Relationships
Studies consistently find higher rates of assaultive
violence among known actors conçared to strangers.

Both

simple and aggravated assaults are reported twice as often
among known actors than between strangers (Kingsley 1996) .
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Likewise, homicide rates during the last twenty-five years
have remained consistently concentrated among known actors.
Seventy-five to eighty one percent of homicides since 1975
are committed by known assailants (Miethe and Meier 1994) .
These known offenders are most frequently involved in
intimate relationships with their victims (Wilson and Daly
1998) . Intimate violence is largely concentrated in homes
(Gelles and Strauss 1988).

As the majority of violent events

occur between known parties, it follows that the majority of
these crimes are non-predatory; they are dispute-related.^
Estimates on the proportion of dispute-related violence are
consistently high.

Nearly three-fourths of all homicides are

dispute-related (Luckenbill 1977; Polk 1994a; Wilson and Daly
1998).

Physical Settings
Aside from victim-offender relationships, third parties,
masculinity, and the interpretations of situations, the
physical location of an assault also has a significant role
in both the nature of violence that occurs and the role of
character contests in the event.

Davidson (1989:60)

maintains that "there is no way that acts which constitute
violent behavior can be separated from the settings in which
they occur." Goffeian (1967) and Luckenbill (1977) argue that
' Felson and Tedeschi (1993) argues that two types of violence
exist: predatory and dispute-related. Predatory violence
occurs when physical aggression occurs without any
provocation. Dispute-related violence, alternatively,
involves a physical altercation that is a reaction to some
alleged wrong.
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public shaming has a direct role in the escalation of a
character contest; character contests that occur in public
places are likely to escalate into violence.
Lofland (1969) also emphasizes the public arena as
facilitative to violence.

However, he adds that the home is

also a place conducive to defensive deviant acts as the home
has certain protective features such as privacy from formal
social control agents (See also Davidson 1989) .
While an offender may be more likely to assault and
injure in a home, other public places are also facilitative
to violence.

In particular, bars, pubs and taverns may be

related to violent assaults resulting from character
contests.

Graham et al. (1980) find that dispute-related

violence in bars is directly related to the clientele, decor,
and location of the bar.

For instance, bars that have

unkempt patrons, are in ill repair, and are located in
impoverished neighborhoods have higher instances of assaults
than other bars.
Likewise, Felson, Baccaglini and Gmelch (1993) find that
the type of clientele that a bar attracts contributes to the
situations likely to arise, including character contests that
result in violence.

Their study shows a strong correlation

between the clienteles' class and the frequency in which they
engage in dispute-related violence.

Persons categorized as

working class are more likely to be involved in both
physically and verbally provoked assaults.
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Davidson (1989) focuses on the role of the actors'
social class as it relates to micro-environments of violence.
The lighting, crowding, type of space, presence of others all
are related to violence.

However, the actors' classes and

their consequent environments are more indicative of the type
of violent transactions that will occur.

For instance,

"assaults on victims from modem family housing areas of
higher income exhibits a strong tendency to take place
outdoors, in the street or to be connected with pubs, clubs
and other places of entertainment," (Davidson 1989:60).
These middle class victims are contrasted with the lower
class victims who are more likely to be assaulted, with more
serious injuries, in their homes.

Moreover, these victims

are usually immediately related to their offenders.

Upper

class victims, however, rarely are acquainted with their
perpetrators and suffer little if any injuries from the
assaults.

Overall, assaults are more likely to occur in

public places, according to Davidson, whether they are
indoors or outside.

Assaults that occur in private places

(e.g., homes) result in more injuries for the victim because,
"for the assailant, privacy increases security and reduces
the fear of being caught," (Davidson 1989:74).
Related to social class and these micro-environments of
assaultive violence is the specific locations violence tends
to concentrate in: home, work, and entertainment places.
Davidson (1989) finds 23 percent of assaults occur in homes
compared to 19 percent at work and 23 in entertainment
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places.

These data are consistent with the Department of

Justice (1994) statistics in which the top three proportions
of assaultive violence occur in homes, entertainment places,
and work.

Research Questions
Through the analysis of crime events, this study will:
(1) examine whether various dispute-related violent scenarios
are consistent with character contests; (2) test how the
dependent variable, character contests, varies across
situational variables; and (3) reevaluate the notion of a
character contest.
Borrowing from the discussed previous works, this study
defines character contests as follows.

First, a character

contest begins with a perceived offense that one individual
commits against another's social self.

This offense may be

unintended, but intentions do not negate the perception of
that offense.

Moreover, the offense may be indirect, as is

the case when a third-party is involved.

In these cases, an

individual's defensive response is in protection of that
third party.
Second, violence, or the threat thereof, is the method
used by the aggrieved person to rectify the offense: to
restore the social self to the status it held before the
offense.

This second phase always follows the first in a

character contest in time, yet, there are no set stages in
the crime events that must occur.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

27

A character contest may seemingly follow a progression
(as in Luckenbill's model) or it may erupt spontaneously.
There are a variety of possibilities in the structural
progression of the crime event.

The presence or lack of

these stages does not contribute to nor negate that a
character contest does occur.
Other situational (social and physical) factors
facilitate or impede both the likelihood of a character
contest and the level of injury that results.

The most

prominent of these secondary contributors to character
contests are masculinity, victim-offender relationships, and
locations of crime events.

Specifically, I expect to find

that male strangers are most likely to engage in character
contests.

These crimes are expected to occur most frequently

in public settings, as character contests involve the social
self.

I do not expect mutual combat to be a strong predictor

of character contests.
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CHAPTER III

RESEARCH METHODS AND PROCEDURES

Sample Description
While the theoretical foundation for character contest
theories is interactionism and emphasizes process, none of
the definitive studies use processual data.

Instead,

Luckenbill (1977), Polk (1994a;1999), and Felson and
Tedeschi(1993) rely on cross-sectional data that contain
structural correlates of violent situations.

Each of these

researchers relies on police or coroner data compiled in
reports and perform secondary data analysis accordingly.

In

the current study, a similar methodology is followed.
The data for this study were acquired from the Las
Vegas Metropolitan Police Department (LVMPD). This data
consists of extensive narratives with detailed accounts of
the crimes as well as information on victims and offenders of
known assaults and batteries that occur in Clark County
during 1998.

The population of known assaults and batteries

in Clark County (N=7102) is contained within these data.
The data set of assault and battery reports and
narratives were obtained as follows.

From a LVMPD records

28
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database, a list was queried of all assaults (code #415) from
the master file of Calls-for-Service. Calls-for-Service are
all events and incidents that are responded to by a LVMPD
officer.

Whether this request is citizen provoked or

witnessed by a police officer resulting in service, each of
these calls is entered into the aforementioned data base.
This list of assault Calls-for-Service includes 415
calls (simple assault), 415A (assault with a deadly weapon)
and 415B (assault with a firearm) . The distinction between
these three types of assaults is solely based on the initial
code entered by the police officer or dispatcher.

The actual

charge code (i.e., assault, battery, or homicide) is provided
by LVMPD after a report is filed verifying the criminal
events.
The list of assault Calls-for-Service includes only
cases when an office report was filed.

These officer reports

contain various information about the place, people involved,
and situation.

Moreover, these reports include a narrative

summary of the alleged crime.

While these narratives vary in

length and description (based both on the individual
reporting style of officers as well as the information that
is available through evidence and statements), they are the
bases of criminal prosecutions.

Officer narratives are used

in court proceedings to establish the motives and means of
criminal events.

This list of Calls-for-Service only

including cases with officer reports and narratives is the
sampling frame.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

30

This frame contains all assaults known to the police
that warranted arrest or citation of suspects. Therefore, it
is a representative sample of assaults known to the police in
Las Vegas.

The target sample size is 450 (150 cases from

each of the subcategories of assaults). This target size was
considerably higher than needed for this study to account for
inconsistencies within the police records systems.
A random sample was drawn from the sampling frame of
7102 cases through disproportionate, systematic sampling.
The entire sample frame consists of 5877 simple assaults, 541
assaults with a deadly weapon, and 684 assaults with a
firearm.

After the sample was compiled, each of the 450

cases was examined through LVMPD's computerized records
system.

A hard copy of the officer report and narrative

summary was obtained.

Again, the codes for each is based on

the initial Calls-for-Service and is subject to change once
an officer assesses a particular situation.
In 75 cases, the actual crime was later recoded into a
different crime, not related to an assault or battery.

For

example, a simple assault was later recoded as trespassing
and an assault with a deadly weapon was later recoded as
malicious destruction of private property.
cases in the sample are excluded.

In addition, 40

Thirty-five are

instrumental forms of violence, such as a robbery or a
burglary.

In the remaining 5 cases, no motivation could be

determined from the narratives.
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There is one other consideration regarding this sample.
The quality of narratives for simple assaults (415s) is
consistently poor.

Most of the simple assaults are minor

crimes, resulting in little more than a citation by the
responding officer.

As such, officers tend to write brief

narratives that offer little description of the crime.

While

the nature of these assaults can be determined, most are
dispute-related, the motivations cannot.
The following are examples of typical 415 narratives:
Victim stated that Offender came up behind her and
bit her buttocks. She then notified security.
This happened on 12-28-98 (Case 18).
Victim and Suspect got into a fight at the St.
Vincent's Shelter. Security broke up the fight.
Witnesses and Suspect say he started it. Suspect
struck Victim about the face and body with his
fists. Suspect cited for battery (Case 72).
Victim states that a verbal altercation with the
two suspects turned physical. Victim states that
he attempted to leave the business and the
two suspects began pushing him and beating on him.
Victim stated that this continued as he entered his
vehicle and attempted to leave. Victim did
successfully flee the area (Case 93).
While these narratives may be useful for a different
type of research, they do not contain adequate data on the
motivations for analysis in this study.

One hundred-fifty

additional cases, then, are excluded from the sample.
415AS and 415Bs are used for analysis.

Only

There is little

distinction between assaults with a deadly weapon and
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assaults with a firearm.

The two classifications are used

interchangeably by officers and in the initial Calls-forService.
Thus the sample size is 185 cases that are confirmed to
be assaults, batteries or homicides related to disputes.’
Each of these cases has an officer report with sufficient
details of the motivations of the crimes to analyze.
Research Hypotheses
The key purpose of this study is to examine whether
there are significant differences between character contests
and non-character contests.

Specifically, this research

investigates how victim, offender, and offense
characteristics vary across dispute related violence.

I

hypothesize that three factors are closely related to
character contests: (1) victims tend to be young and male;
(2) offenders are also young and male; and (3) most character
contests occur in public settings.

Conversely, non-character

contests are expected to have no relationship between age,
gender, location, and likelihood of character contest.

I

anticipate some variety in the circumstances (social and
physical) of non-character contests.

These hypotheses are

consistent with prior research on dispute-related violence
(See (Goffinan 1967; Luckenbill 1977; Polk 1994a) .
Additional situational variables are measured to further
explore the differences among dispute-related violence.
There are only 3 cases determined to be homicides as the
victims later died from injuries sustained during the attack.
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These variables include demographic characteristics, victimoffender relationships, weapon involvement and witnesses.

I

expect to find some differences in these variables between
character contests and non-character contests.

Specifically,

I expect race and weapon involvement to vary similarly across
all types of dispute-related violence.

However, I predict

that character contests will occur more frequently among
strangers than known parties.

The presence of witnesses is

also anticipated to be closely linked with character
contests. Based on previous literature differences by race
and weapons to be the same across both types of disputerelated violence (See Luckenbill 1977; Polk 1994b). Given
that status threats are more likely among strangers than
known parties (Katz 1988), I expect character contests to be
more common between strangers.

As public forums tend to be

related to character contests, I also expect these types of
violence to occur more frequently when third parties are
present.

Measures of Variables
Character Contests/ Motivation. While these variables are
the crux of this study, they are also the most problematic to
operationalize.

The initial step of coding the variable

involved a content analysis of the narratives to identify
dominant themes and concepts.

The themes and concepts found

are the basis for my ultimate categorization of motives as to
whether the act involves a character contest.
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Succinctly, a character contest is what is known in
street terminology as 'dissing' or 'mad-dogging.' These
terms refer to a distinct category of violent interaction
that involves a wide variety of scenarios and circumstances.
This variation is addressed in the varieible called "MOTIVE"
This variable has ten response categories based on
interpretation of officers' narrative accounts of each crime.
MOTIVE is coded as (1) Domestic Altercation, (2) Lover's
Triangle, (3) Scorned Sexual Advance, (4) Defense of
Another's Social Self, (5) Dissing/Mad-dogging, (6)
Traffic/Road Rage, (7) Turf Dispute, (8) Fired Employee,
(9)Racial and (10) Barroom brawl.
Although each motivation category is potentially
definable as consistent with a character contest, specific
criteria are followed before each case is dummy coded.

For

example, each case must involve a perceived social offense
committed by the victim.

As Polk (1999) points out, this

social offense can be an insult, a jostle, a shove, or a even
provocative eye contact.

The ensuing argument and/or

aggressive act must follow the social offense in time.
Moreover, the officer must indicate in the narrative
that the aggression is in response to that initial social
offense.

Circumstances in which the offender acts on behalf

of another who's social status has been attacked are also
considered character contests under this model.

If all of

these characteristics are present, the particular case is
categorized as a character contest.

The absence of any of
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these elements results in the coding of the variable
"CHARCONT" as a (0) non-character contest.
With this understanding of what is defined as a
character contest, it is useful to show some different
examples as they correspond to the different motivation
categories.

Victim stated he was walking by the housing
projects, when a large group of black males began
yelling profanities at him and asking him what he
was doing there. Victim and suspect exchanged
words which eventually led to a fist fight between
the victim and 4 suspects. Victim observed suspect
#1 to produce a small caliber handgun which
he pointed at the victim. Victim turned and began
to run from the area. Victim had taken only a few
steps when suspect fired one shot striking the
victim in left rear shoulder (Case 349, Turf
dispute) .
The victim, cousin and female friend were talking
in front of a residence at the mobile home park,
when the two suspects approached them. Suspect 1
approached the victim and stated "What do you say?"
the victim said an unJcnown Spanish word as a reply
back to the suspect. The suspect then reached into
the front of his shorts and withdrew a blue steel
automatic handgun which he pointed at the victim.
The suspect then fired a single shot which struck
the victim in the upper right chest (Case 240,
Dissing).
Victim was in line in the Walmart Store. A white
female adult walked up to him and told him she was
in line in front of him to which the victim
responded, "Lady, go ahead, I don't give a fuck."
A white male adult approached the victim and spun
him around, grabbed him by the neck and began
choking him and exclaimed, "You assaulted my wife."
The suspect fled the scene (Case 187, Defense of
Another's Social Self).
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These three examples of the various motivations are all
consistent with the notion of a character contest.

Each has

a perceived social offense, followed by a reactionary violent
attack.

Accordingly, each case coded as a character contest

contain similar elements.
In compairison, the following examples illustrate
dispute-related assaults that do not have the elements of a
character contest.

On 1-14-98, Victim was driving northbound on US 95
between Lake Mead and Tropicana when a white pickup
truck approached from behind victim. [Suspect]
began to pass victim's vehicle. When along side of
victim, suspect started to change lanes going into
the same lane victim occupied, forcing victim to
steer left into the emergency lane to avoid
collision. On 1-15-98, victim was driving again on
US 95 between Lake Mead and Tropicana. The same
incident reoccurred with the same suspect vehicle.
After three occurrences victims beginning to
believe it is intentional (Case 73, Traffic/road
rage; non-character contest).
While the victim was sitting at the bar, a fight
broke out in the pool area of the lounge. Several
subjects began beating on a female customer. The
victim began to approach the subjects to assist
the female. Suspect then exited the bar and the
victim followed. The victim observed suspect throw
an unknown object at the victim vehicle 1,
windshield causing it to shatter. Suspect then
pointed a small frame silver handgun at the victim.
The victim then quickly went back into the bar.
Suspect got into suspect vehicle and left unknown
direction (Case 13, Barroom brawl; non-character
contest) .
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In the first example, (Case 73), there is not enough
information to determine the nature of the dispute between
the victim and offender.

There is no apparent instrumental

motive from the victim's statement.

However, there is also

not enough information to determine what if any social
offense the victim committed against the offender.

Based on

the information provided there is direct indication that a
social offense was committed against the offender.

In the

second example, (Case 13), the barroom brawl is not the
assault in question.

Rather, the ensuing dispute between the

victim and offender resulted in the aftermath of the original
fight.

In this case, the victim tried to come to the

physical assistance of a female— not her social defense.
There is no direct evidence of a social offense occurring
between the offender and victim.

While the assault may seem

to be consistent with a character contest, the requirements
used in this study are not met.
To assess the reliability of judgments of character
contests, multiple coders were used to determine the
consistency of evaluations across these violent situations.
In cases when the three coders disagreed, the differences
were discussed and reconciled.

In instances in which the

coders could not agree, the cases were not considered
character contests.

Irreconcilable differences in regard to

character contests occurred in 3 cases, less than 2 percent
of the sample.
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Gender/Race/Aae/Numbers. Victim and offender ascribed
characteristics are measured as reported by LVMPD to examine
their relationship to character contests.

Based on the

research conducted by Polk (1999), most actors in character
contests are expected to be young, male and involved in
intraracial offenses.

Gender of the victims and offenders is

dummy coded as (0) female and (1) male.

Race of the actors

is coded as (1) mostly white, (2) mostly black, (3) mostly
Hispanic, and (4) other.
The age of the actors is originally measured according
to the individuals' actual age.

Age is recorded as a dummy

variable to contrast persons under 25 years of age with older
persons.

In cases of multiple victims or offenders, the ages

of the primary individuals is used.

The number of victims

and offenders was coded to contrast single versus multiple
party offenses.
Victim/Offender Relationships. While most assaults occur
between known parties and intimates (Kingsley 1996),
character contests are expected to occur more frequently
among strangers or acquaintances.

To test for this

relationship, the victim-offender relationship was coded as
(1) intimates, (2) relatives, (3) friends/acquaintances/co
workers, (4) roommates, (5) rival gang members, and (6) no
relationship/strangers. This variable was recoded to
contrast family members, acquaintances (e.g., friends, co
workers, roommates, and rival gang members) and strangers.
These three types of classifications of victim-offender
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relationships have been widely used in previous research (See
Decker 1996).
Witnesses. As Goffiman (1967), Luckenbill (1971) and Cooney
(1998) point out, an audience tends to escalate character
contests.

Character contests are most likely to occur in

front of third parties.

Consequently, two variables were

developed to measure the presence and role of witnesses.

The

presence of witnesses was dummy coded as (0) no and (1) yes.
The role of the witness includes the categories of
(1) the witness(es) helped the victim, (2) the witness(es)
hurt the victim, and (3) the witness played no role in the
event.
Weapons/Iniurv. According to Kingsley (1996), Lofland (1969)
and other researchers, the presence of a weapon in an assault
situation is likely to escalate a volatile situation among
disputing parties.

In addition, this study is concerned with

the relationship between a weapon and a character contest.
Weapon presence and type are both measured in this study.
The presence of weapon was dummy coded as (0) no or (1) yes.
Weapons were further measured by type.

Categories for this

variable include (1) gun, (2) knife, (3) blunt object (e.g.,
bat, crowbar, brick, hands) and (4) other.
The type of injury is measured to test for relationships
to both weapon use and character contests.

Injury was coded

as(l) no visible injury, (2) minor, visible injury, (3)
moderate injury/medical treatment required, and (4) major
injury/transported to medical facility.
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Mutual Combat. Luckenbill (1977) argues that mutual combat,
or at a minimum an acceptance by the victim that the dispute
will be settled with violence, is essential to a character
contest.

However, this variable was derived from an

interpretation of the case narratives.

This variable is

dummy coded as (0) no mutual combat and (1) yes mutual combat
between victim and offender occurred.
Locations. As both Goffman (1967) and Luckenbill (1971)
point out, character contests are most likely to occur in
public places.

To test this hypothesis, locations of the

crimes are measured in two ways.

One variable, (GENLOC),

measures the general location of the crime event.

It is

coded as (1) residential area, (2) business area, and (3)
open area.

The other measure of location, (SPECLOC),

accounts for the specific location of the crime event.

This

variable is coded as (1) inside a home, (2) inside a
business, (3) in a driveway/yard, (4) in a parking lot/alley,
(5) in a bar or entertainment place sind (6) street.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS

Analysis Strategy
Four strategies of analysis are implemented in this
study.

First, frequency distributions are presented for each

of the variables.

Second, cross-tabulations of the dependent

variable (character contests) with the independent variables
are examine to assess the nature and magnitude of bivariate
relations.

Third, to test for an interaction effect between

variables, multivarite contingency tables are examined.
Finally, a logit regression analysis is conducted to evaluate
the net impact of particular offender, victim, and
situational factors on the likelihood of a crime event being
a character contest.

These results are summarized below.

Univariate Distributions
As shown in Table 1, offender, victim, and offense
characteristics vary dramatically across types of disputerelated violence.
age of 25.
percent.
25

Sixty percent of the victims are over the

Most victims are white (56 percent) and male

(70

Similarly, most known offenders are over the age of

(60 percent) . Eighty percent of these offenders
41
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are male and 47 percent were white.

Most assaults are intra-

racial (65%) and intra-gender (71%).
Few cases involve either multiple offenders or victims.
In fact, over 80 percent of assaults involve one victim and
one offender.

Sixty-three percent of assaults occur between

known parties, while 77 percent occur in public areas.
Witnesses are present in 47 percent of the assaults.
However, witnesses intervene on behalf of the victim in only
18 percent of all cases compared to only 1 percent of
witnesses' attempts to hurt the victim.

Sixty percent of all

the assaults sampled involve no injury.
Circumstances (motivation) varies considerably in the
sample.

Domestic altercations, dissing/mad dogging, and

turf/property disputes each comprise 22 percent of the
sample.

Character contests are apparent in 64 percent of the

sample.

Mutual combat is present in only 30 percent of the

cases.
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Table 1: Distribution, of Situational Elements of
Assaultive Violence fN=185)
Variable Description
Coded

Percentage

WEAPON

Type of Weapon

Gun=l
îùiife=2
Blunt Object=3
Other=4

29.3
24.9
18.2
27.6

RACEVIC

Race of Victim

Mostly white=l
Mostly black=2
Mostly Hispanic=3
Other=4

56
23.4
18.5
2.2

SEXVTC

Sex of Victim

Male=l
Female=0

70.1
29.9

AGEVTC

Age of Victim

0-25=1
26 or older=0

40.4
59.6

RACEOFF

Race of Offender

Mostly white=l
Mostly black=2
Mostly Hispanic=3
Other=4

46.6
26.1
22.2
5.1

SEXOFF

Sex of Offender

Male=l
Female=G

79.7
20.3

AGEOFF

Age of Offender

0-25=1
26 or older=0

39.9
60.1

NÜMVTC

Number of Victims

1 victim=l
+1 victim=0

84.8
15.2

NÜMOFF

Number of Offenders 1 offender=l
+1 offender=0

80.6
19.4

VICOFF

Vietim-Offender
Relationship

WITNESSl

Witness Present

24.2
3.8
28
2.7
4.4
36.8
46.7

Intimate=l
Relative=2
Friend/Acq=3
Roommate=4
Rival Gang=5
Stranger=6
Yes=l
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WITNESS2

Role of Witness

Help Victim=l
Hurt Victinp2
No Role=3

18.4
1.1
80.5

GENPLAC

General Location

Residential=l
Business=2
Open Area=3

54.1
37.7
8.2

SPECPLl

Specific Location

Inside Home=l
Inside Business=2
Driveway/Yard=3
Parking Lot=4
Ent. Place=5
Street=6

23
6
19.7
26.8
4.4
20.2

SPECPL2

Specific Location
Collapsed

Public=l
Private=0

77
23

INJURY

Level of injury

None=l
Minor=2
Moderate=3
Major=4

60.3
12
9.2
18.5

MOTIV

Motivation/
Circumstance

Domestic=l
Lovers' Triangle=2
Scorned Advance=3
Defense of Other=4
Dissing=5
Traffic=6
Turf/Property=7
Fired Employee=8
Racial=9
Barroom Brawl=10

22.3
9
3.6
5.4
21.7
10.2
21.7
1.2
3.6
1.2

CHARCON

Character Contest

Yes=l

64.1

MUTCOM

Mutual Combat

Yes=l

30.1

Due to missing data, the actual number of cases ranges from
166-185.
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Bivariate Associations
After frequency distributions were examined for each of
the varicibles, cross tabulations were used to initially
evaluate the hypotheses of this study.

Cross tabulation is a

statistical method which provides a description of the
association between two different variables.

This approach

is used here to examine the nature and magnitude of
differences in the dependent variable (presence of a
character contest) across values of the independent variables
(situational variables). These results are presented in
Table 2.
As shown in Table 2 , Chi-square tests indicate a
significant relationship (p<.10) between the likelihood of a
character contest and each of the following variables:
Weapon, Vietim-Offender Relationship, General Location,
Specific Location, Motivation, and Mutual Combat.

Character

contests are far more likely when guns or blunt objects are
involved than other types of weapons.

Assaults that involve

gang rivals and strangers are more likely to be character
contests than among intimates.
Character contests occur more frequently in open areas
and business areas than in residential areas.

Likewise,

character contests tend to occur in public areas compared to
private locations.

Character contests are least likely to

arise in disputes among intimates compared to other
motivations.

Finally, character contests are most likely to

involve mutual combat than other forms of violence.
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There are no significant relationships between character
contests and the other variables.

While not achieving

statistical significance, character contests also tend to be
common among some of these offender, victim and offense
characteristics.

These include older victims, minority

offenders, male offenders, older offenders, multiple victims,
multiple offenders, and the presence of witnesses.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

47

Table 2: Bivariate Relationships Between Character Contests
and Predictor Variables (N=185)_________________________
Character
Non Character
Predictor
Vari ahig
Contests_____ Contests______ Chi-Scmare
WEAPON
Gun
Knife
Blunt Object
Other
RACEVIC
Mostly white
Mostly black
Mostly Hispanic
Other

71.7%
46.7%
81.8%
44%
63.1%
62.8%
67.6%
75%

28.3%
53.3%
18.2%
56%

9.566**

36.9%
37.2%
32.4%
25%

.469

SEXVIC
Male
Female

65.1%
61.8%

34.9%
38.2%

.182

AGEVIC
0-25
26 or older

68.9%
60.6%

31.1%
38.2%

1.339

RACEOFF
Mostly white
Mostly black
Mostly Hispanic
Other

34.1%
56.5%
69.2%
88.9%

65.9%
43.5%
30.8%

4.05

SEXOFF
Male
Female

64.8%
59.5%

35.2%
40.5%

.368

AGEOFF
0-25
26 or older

70.1%
61.4%

29.9%
38.6%

1.358

NOMVTC
1 victim
+1 victim

63.5%
67.9%

36.5%
32.1%

.199

NUMOFF
1 offender
+1 offender

62.1%
71.4%

37.9%
28.6%

1.071

11 .1 %
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VICOFF
Intimate
Relative
Friend/Acq
Roommate
Rival Gang
Stranger
WITNESSl
Yes
No
WITNESS2
Help Victim
Hurt Victim
No Role
GENPLAC
Residential
Business
Open Area
SPECPLl
Inside Home
Inside Business
Driveway/Yard
Parking Lot
Ent. Place
Street

47.7%
85.7%
68.6%
60%

52.3%
14.3%
31.4%
40%

11.61**

100%

65.7%

34.3%

68.6%

31.4%
39.8%

1.4

60.2%
75%

25%

.831

100%

67.1%

32.9%

55.6%
72.5%
80%

44.4%
27.5%

47.6%
63.6%
61.1%
75.5%
75%
70.3%

6.87**

20%

52.4%
36.4%
38.9%
24.5%
25%
29.7%

8.926

SPECPL2
Public
Private

69.5%
47.6%

30.5%
52.4%

6.767**

INJURY
None
Minor
Moderate
Major

65.8%
59.1%
64.7%
61.8%

34.2%
40.9%
35.3%
38.2%

.457

43.1%

8.821**

MOTIV
Intimates' Disputes 59.6%
Dissing/Turf Disp. 77.8%
Other Disputes
80.6%

22.2%

19.4%

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

49

MÜTCOM
Yes
No

81.8%
56.3%

18.2%
43.8%

10.907***

Due to missing data, the actual number of cases ranges from
166 to 185.
* =p<.10
**=p<.05
***=p<.001
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Multivariate Contingency Tables
Based on the cross tabulations, character contests are
most commonly associated with males, public places, mutual
combat, and the presence of third parties.

To examine

whether these combinations of attributes are in fact more
common among character contests, multivariate contingency
tables were constructed and analyzed.

Previous studies and

the current bivariate relations suggest that character
contests are more common in situations involving males who
engage in mutual combat, in public places, and with an
audience present.
Various three-way interactions between gender, other
offender characteristics and situational elements are
examined to assess whether the bivariate relationships with
character contests differed across other variables.
Accordingly, I examine three way interactions among these
variables to see if character contests are more common in
some situations than others.

The results for male and female

offenders are summarized below.
As shown in Table 3, there are substantial differences
in the prevalence of character contests across groups defined
by offender's sex, victim's sex, and the location of the
assault.

Regardless of the victim's sex, character contests

among male offenders are far more likely in public places
than private.

These differences by location are slightly

greater among male-male assaults than male-female assaults.
However, among female offenders, character contests are
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slightly more likely in private settings regardless of
victim's sex.

These different results according to the sex

of the offender are suggestive of a three-way interaction
between these three variables."

Table 3:

Percentage of Character Contests among Male and

Sex of
Offender

Sex of
Victim

Public/
Private

Female

Female

Female

Percentage

(N)

Public

67

(12)

Female

Private

86

(7)

Female

Male

Public

45

(11)

Female

Male

Private

50

(6)

Male

Male

Public

73

(97)

Male

Male

Private

31

(13)

Male

Female

Public

63

(19)

Male

Female

Private

44

(16)

‘Formal tests of statistical significance of this and other
interactions will be conducted in the logistic regression
models to be presented shortly.
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Another potential three-way interaction to investigate
involves offender's gender, offender's age, and whether the
offense occurs in public.

As shown in Tadole 4, regardless of

offender's age, character contests among male offenders are
far more likely to occur in public spaces than in private
locations.

This relationship is stronger in situations

involving older male offenders than younger male offenders.
This finding suggests that the defenses of social self that
underlie character contests are less effected by location
among young males.
Similarly, among young female offenders, character
contests are far more likely in public settings.

Yet, among

older females (over age 25), character contests are actually
more common in private settings.

This again suggests a

three-way interaction between sex and age of offender and the
location.
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Table 4:

Percentage of Character Contests among Male and

Sex of
Offender

Age of
Public/
Offender Private

Female

Younger

Public

78

(9)

Female

Younger

Private

50

(4)

Female

Older

Public

45

(11)

Female

Older

Private

78

(9)

Male

Younger

Public

72

(47)

Male

Younger

Private

50

(6)

Male

Older

Public

71

(59)

Male

Older

Private

33

(21)

(N)

Percentage

Given the significance of third parties in the
progression of character contests, three-way interactions
between sex of victim and offender as well as the presence of
bystanders are examined.

As shown in Table 5, regardless of

sex of offender or sex of victim, character contests are more
likely in the presence of witnesses.

The most common

situation for a character contest involves female-female
assaults in the presence of witnesses.

The least common

involve female-male assaults with no witnesses.

These

findings suggest that the effect of presence of witnesses on
the likelihood of character contests does not depend on the
gender of involved parties.

In other words, these findings

suggest a main effect and no three-way interaction.
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Table 5:

Percentage of Character Contests among Male and

Sex of
Offender

Sex of
Victim

Witness
Present

Percentage

(N)

Female

Female

Witness

86

(7)

Female

Female

No Wituiess

67

(12)

Female

Male

Witness

56

(9)

Female

Male

No Witness

33

(9)

Male

Male

Witness

71

(49)

Male

Male

No Witness

66

(61)

Male

Female

Witness

58

(19)

Male

Female

No Witness

50

(16)

The next three-way interaction involves an interaction
of sex of offender, age of offender and the presence of a
witness.

As shown in Table 6,

the likelihood of a character

contest varies dramatically across these groups.

For older

male offenders, the presence of witnesses increases the
likelihood of a character contest.

But among young males,

character contests are unexpectedly more common when
witnesses are not present.
Among older females, character contests are over twice
as likely when a witness is present compared to not present.
However, there is no major difference in the prevalence of
character contests by the presence of witnesses for younger
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fCTiales.

These findings suggest a three-way interaction

between these variables.

Table 6:

Percentage of Character Contests among Male and

Sex of
Offender

Age of
Witness
Offender Present

Female

Younger

Witmess

57

(7)

Female

Younger

No Witness

62

(13)

Female

Older

Witness

88

(8)

Female

Older

No Witness

40

(5)

Male

Younger

Witness

66

(29)

Male

Younger

No Wituiess

75

(24)

Male

Older

Witness

69

(35)

Male

Older

No Witmess

56

(45)

Percentage

(N)

Table 7 summarizes the interaction among the variables
sex of offender, sex of victim, and mutual combat.
Regardless of the sex of victims and offenders, character
contests occur most frequently when mutual combat is present.
These character contests are most common in situations of
female-female assaults and they are least common among
female-male assaults.

Regardless of the sex of the victim,

character contests among male offenders are far more likely
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in cases motivated by mutual combat than in other assault
situations.

Table 7:

Percentage of Character Contests among Male and

Sex of
Offender

Sex of
Victim

Mutual
Combat

Female

Female

Mutual Combat

100

(8)

Female

Female

No Mutual

55

(11)

Female

Male

Mutual Combat

80

(5)

Female

Male

No Mutual

31

(13)

Male

Male

Mutual Combat

83

(29)

Male

Male

No Mutual

63

(80)

Male

Female

Mutual Combat

67

(12)

Male

Female

No Mutual

48

(23)

Percentage

(N)

The last three-way interaction evaluated involves sex of
offender, age of offender, and mutual combat.

As shown in

Table 8, the presence of mutual combat increases the
likelihood of a character contest occurring regardless of sex
or age.

The most common situation for a character contest

involves younger female offenders who assault victims that
engage in mutual combat.
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Conversely, the least common situation involves young
female offenders who do not engage in mutual combat.

These

findings suggest that the effect of mutual combat on the
likelihood of a character contest does not depend on the
gender of involved parties.

Again, these findings are

indicative of a main effect and no three-way interaction.

Table 8:

Percentage of Character Contests among Male and

Sex of
Offender

Age of
Mutual
Offender Combat

Female

Younger

Mutual Combat

100

(7)

Female

Younger

No Mutual

33

(6)

Female

Older

Mutual Combat

83

(6)

Female

Older

No Mutual

50

(14)

Male

Younger

Mutual Combat

76

(17)

Male

Younger

No Mutual

66

(35)

Male

Older

Mutual Combat

81

(21)

Male

Older

No Mutual

54

(59)

Percentage

(N)
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Logistic Regression
To further evaluate the findings presented in the
multivariate contingency tables, logistic regression is used.
The logit models estimate the effects of a set of predictor
variables on the probability of a character contest
occurring.

Logistic regression allows for statistical

control in studies when experimental control is not possible.
These models are interpreted as the change in the odds
associated with a one-unit change in the independent
variable.

In other words, as the odds ratio associated with

an independent variable increases, so does the likelihood of
a character contest.
Seven separate models are presented.

A base model is

the reference model that contains eight dichotomous
variables: age and sex of parties, presence of witnesses,
mutual combat, and the number of offenders.

This base model

is used to contrast the impact of six new variables created
to measure the four three-way interaction effects evaluated
in the previous section.

The results are summarized below.

As predicted and shown in the Base Model in Table 9, public
location increases the likelihood of a character contests in
each of the models presented.
Model 1 in Table 9 contains the three-way interaction
between the sex of offender, sex of victim and location of
the crime.
significant.

This three-way interaction is statistically
The combined impact of these variables is

consistent with the findings in the multivariate contingency
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tables previously analyzed.

Specifically, regardless of the

sex of victim, male offenders are more likely to engage in
character contests in public locations rather than private
locations.

Alternatively, female offenders are more likely

to engage in character contests in public than private when
the victim is female.

If the victim is male, the likelihood

of a character contest occurring is similar for public and
private locations.
Model 2 in Table 10 incorporates the three-way
interaction between sex of offender, age of offender, and
location.

This interaction was not statistically

significant.

Concerning the main effects, the odds ratios

indicate that mutual combat was nearly four times more likely
than non-mutual combat to involve character contests.
Location also has a significant main effect on the likelihood
of a character contest.

Public places are associated with an

increased likelihood of character contests.

Consistent with

the predictions of this study, assaults that occur in public
are nearly three times more likely to involve character
contests than non-character contests.
Model 3 in Table 11 evaluates the three-way interaction
between sex of offender, sex of victim, and the presence of
witnesses.
significant.

This interaction was not statistically
Yet, two significant main effects involved

public location and mutual combat. Similar to other models,
public places increase the likelihood of a character contest
by a factor of three.

Likewise, mutual combat increases the
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likelihood of a character contest nearly four times in this
particular analysis.
Model 4 in Table 12 evaluates the interactive effects
between sex of offender, age of offender, and the presence of
witnesses.

This interaction is statistically significant.

Public location and mutual combat also have statistical
significant coefficients in this analysis.

Both public

locations and mutual combat increase the likelihood of a
character contest.

The presence of witnesses decreases the

likelihood of character contests for young male offenders.
Yet, older male offenders are more likely to engage in
character contests in the presence of witnesses.

For female

offenders the trend is similar, but the differences between
the presence and absence of witnesses is far greater among
older female offenders than older male offenders.
Model 5 in Table 13 examines the three-way interaction
between the sex of offender, sex of victim, and the presence
of mutual combat.

Similar to the other models, this

interaction is not statistically significant.

Both public

location and mutual combat have main effects that suggest
that they increase the likelihood of character contests.
Finally, Model 6 in Table 14 explores the three-way
interaction between the sex of offender, age of offender, and
mutual combat.

This interaction was not significant.

Concerning the main effect, both public location and mutual
combat increase the likelihood of character contests.
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are the only coefficients that are statistically significant
in this model.
It is noteworthy that the only relationships that are
consistently statistically significant in the logit
regression models across these various models are mutual
combat and public location.

These relationships are also

evident in bivariate analyses and the multivariate
contingencies presented earlier.
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Table 9: Logit Regression Coefficients and Odds Ratio for
Predictors of Character Contests: Base and Model 1

Variable
fi

Base Model
Odds Ratio

fi

Model 1
Odds Ratio

Sex of Offender

- .1399

,8695

- .9343

.3929**

Sex of Victim

- .0197

.9805

-1.127

.3240**

Age of Offender

- .0315

.9690

- .0804

.9227

1.0967

- .0521

.9493
1.3375

Age of Victim

.0923

Public Location

1.1262

3.0838**

.2908

Mutual Combat

1.3881

4.0074**

1.3684

Witness Presence

.1931

1.213

Number Offenders -.2586

.7721

Sex of Offender,
Sex of Victim, and Location
Base Model
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square= 19.474
Model 1
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square= 27.026
* =p<.10
**=p<.05
***=D<.001

3.9292**

.3514

1.4211

- .2541

.7756

1.9854

7.2817**

df= 8

p= .0113

df= 9

p= .0014
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Table 10: Logit Regression Coefficients and Odds Ratio for
Predictors of Character Contests: Base and Model 2
(Sex of Offender. Aae of Offender and Location Interaction)
Variable
Base Model
Model 2
_________________ B____ Odds Ratio_______ fi_____ Odds Ratio
Sex of Offender

- .1399

.8695

- .1468

.8635

Sex of Victim

- .0197

.9805

- .0220

.9783

Age of Offender

- .0315

.9690

- .0520

.9493

.0904

1.0946

Age of Victim

.0923

1.0967

Public Location

1.1262

3.0838**

1.1205

3.0665**

Mutual Combat

1.3881

4.0074**

1.3896

4.0133**

Witness Presence

.1931

1.213

Number Offenders -.2586

.7721

Sex of Offender,
Age of Offender, and Location
Base Model
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square=
Model 2
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square=
* =p<.10
**=p<.05

.1934
- .2562
.0324

1.2133
.774
1.0329

19.474

df= 8

p= .0113

19.749

df= 9

p= .0195

* * * = p <.001 ________________________________
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Table II: Logit Regression Coefficients and Odds Ratio for
Predictors of Character Contests: Base and Model 3
g
V

O

-

Variable
B

Base Model
Odds Ratio

B

Model 3
Odds Ratio

Sex of Offender

- .1399

.8695

- .1714

.8425

Sex of Victim

- .0197

.9805

- .0685

.9338

Age of Offender

- .0315

.9690

- .0266

.9737

.0868

1.0907

Age of Victim

.0923

1.0967

Public Location

1.1262

3.0838**

1.1233

3.0751**

Mutual Combat

1.3881

4.0074**

1.3858

3.9979**

Witness Presence

.1931

1.213

Number Offenders -.2586

.7721

Sex of Offender,
Sex of Victim, and Witness
Base Model
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square= 19.474
Model 3
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square= 19.801
* =p<.10
*•■*■=?<.05
***=D<.001

.1090

1.1151

- .2734

.7608

.1504

1.1623

df= 8

p= .0113

df= 9

p= .0192
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Table 12: Logit Regression. Coefficients and Odds Ratio for
Predictors of Character Contests: Base and Model 4

Variable
fi

Base Model
Odds Ratio

B

Model 4
Odds Ratio

Sex of Offender

- .1399

.8695

Sex of Victim

- .0197

.9805

- .951

.9093

Age of Offender

- .0315

.9690

.5234

1.6878

1.0967

.0089

1.0089

Age of Victim

.0923

.0706

1.0732

Public Location

1.1262

3.0838**

1.2051

3.337**

Mutual Combat

1.3881

4.0074**

1.4783

4.3854**

Witness Presence

.1931

1.213

Number Offenders -.2586

.7721

Sex of Offender,
Age of Offender, and Witness
Base Model
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square=
Model 4
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square=
* =p<.10
**=p<.05
***=D<.001

.567

1.763

- .1825

.8332

-1.2632

.2828**

19.474

df= 8

p= .0113

22.853

df= 9

p= .0065
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Table 13: Logit Regression Coefficients and Odds Ratio for
Predictors of Character Contests: Base and Model 5 (Sex of
Offender. Sex of Victim and Mutual Combat Interaction)______
Variable
Base Model
Model 5
_________________ B____ Odds Ratio______ g_____ Odds Ratio
Sex of Offender

- .1399

.8695

- .0499

Sex of Victim

- .0197

.9805

.0896

1.0937

Age of Offender

- .0315

.9690

- .0761

.9267

.1108

1.1172

Age of Victim

.0923

1.0967

.9513

Public Location

1.1262

3.0838**

1.1862

3.2747**

Mutual Combat

1.3881

4.0074**

1.8161

6.1476**

Witness Presence

.1931

1.213

Number Offenders -.2586

.7721

Sex of Offender,
Sex of Victim, and Mutual Combat
Base Model
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square=
Model 5
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square=
* =p<.10
**=p<.05

.2055

1.2281

.3024

.739

- .7734

.4614

19.474

df= 8

p= .0113

20.546

df= 9

p= .0148

* * * = D < . 0 0 1 __________________________________
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Table 14: Logit Regression Coefficients and Odds Ratio for
Predictors of Character Contests: Base and Model 6 (Sex of

Variable
Sex of Offender

Base Model
B
Odds Ratio
- .1399
.8695

Sex of Victim

- .0197

.9805

- .0516

.9497

Age of Offender

- .0315

.9690

.1925

1.2122

1.0967

.0586

1.0603

Age of Victim

.0923

Model 6
B
Odds Ratio
.0005
1.0005

Public Location

1.1262

3.0838**

1.1413

3.1309**

Mutual Combat

1.3881

4.0074**

1.7997

6.0480**

Witm.ess Presence

.1931

1.213

.2433

1.2754

.7721

- .2449

.7828

Sex of Offender,
Age of Offender, and Mutual Combat

-1.2595

.2838

Number Offenders -.2586

Base Model
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square= 19.474
Model 6
Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square= 21.741
* =p<.10
**=p<.05

df= 8

p= .0113

df= 9

p= .0097

***=D<.001
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
Summary of Results
To review, three research questions guided this study:
(1) Are character contests identifiable in a variety of
dispute-related assaults in police data; (2) How do character
contests vary across situational variables; (3) Is that
variation across situational variables consistent with
previous research on character contests?

If not, how can

this study help reevaluate the common notion of a character
contest? While this study provides clear evidence that
character contests can be defined and their presence
determined from police records, there is less support for a
definitive type of situations that are consistent with
character contests.

Therefore, the notion of a character

contest does have to be reevaluated.
First, in response to the primary research question,
character contests can be identified in dispute-related
violence.

Of all assaults reported by citizens, 65 percent

are character contests that end in violence.

In each of the

various motivational categories, character contests are
present.
68
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The notion of a character contest is consistently vague
and problematic to operationalize in both previous studies
and the current research.

However, there is agreement among

the three coders in this study on the presence of character
contests in the sample narratives.

The coders did agree that

the majority of narratives are consistent with character
contests.

Thus, the notion of a character contest can be

applied in the study of social situations using police
records.
In response to the second research question, there is
wide variation in the distribution of character contests
across the situational variables, which suggest that there is
no universal prototype of situational elements predictive of
character contests.
Consistent across the bivariate and multivariate
analyses, there are no set situational attributes that are
unique to character contests.

While character contests do

tend to be a male phenomenon, these interactions also occur
among females.

Character contests occur in public and

private settings, with or without witnesses or mutual combat.
Situational elements that tend to be associated with greater
likelihood of character contests differ by sex of offender.
This study provides evidence that an interaction among these
situational factors is also associated with varying
propensities toward character contests.
Some of these findings are indeed counter intuitive.
For instance, female offenders are more likely to engage in
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character contests in private settings.

Likewise, younger

offenders, regardless of sex, are more likely to engage in
character contests without witnesses present.

In both of

these examples, the explanation for the findings may involve
sociological phenomenon such as the presentation of the
social self and the role of the generalized other.

However,

these types of explanations will have to be examined in
future studies.
The two key situational variables that this study shows
are related to the likelihood of a character contest are
public location and the presence of mutual combat.

While I

predicted that public location would be related to character
contests, I did not anticipate mutual combat to be related.
I did not expect mutual combat to be a strong predictor
of character contests for two reasons.

First, Luckenbill

(1977) describes mutual combat in terms of a working
agreement that develops among the involved actors.

As

mentioned earlier, this working agreement seems implausible
and difficult to measure.

Second, police data is not likely

to reflect assaults that involve mutual combat.

In other

words, when both actors are involved in a fist fight, the
probability of the crime being reported is small.
cases the victim reports the assault.

In most

However, in cases of

mutual combat the victim, if that party can be determined,
played an active role in the crime event.

Therefore, victims

in instances of mutual combat are not likely to report the
crime to police.
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Not surprisingly, there are few assaults in the sample
that involved mutual combat.

However, over 80 percent of the

assaults that did have mutual combat present had evidence of
a character contest as well.

The substantive and

statistically significant relationship of mutual combat
suggests that this situational element is highly predictive
of character contests.

This relationship should be

investigated further in future research
Alternatively, I did expect public location to be
strongly related to character contests.

As reviewed earlier,

public locations are places in which both strangers are
likely to interact as well as places where audiences are
likely to

be present.

In these settings, the presentation

of social self and the social prestige inherent to that role
are in more dynamic states than in private locations.

In

private settings, the social self tends to be more secure and
less vulnerable to external threats.
However, this finding applies largely to male offenders
and young female offenders.

Older female offenders do engage

in character contests most frequently in private settings.
Again, this finding is counter intuitive.

Future studies

will need to explore why age and sex of offenders varies in
the likelihood of character contests.

From these conclusions

regarding the situational elements associated with character
contests, I can answer my third research question
affirmatively.

Research does need to reevaluate the notion

of a character contest.
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Limitations of the Current Study
Some limitations of the current study are noteworthy.
As mentioned earlier, the data source is cross-sectional,
while the theoretical background for this study is
processual.

As such, the data uses narratives from police

records which are highly subjective.

Officers' individual

notes and recollections prepared in response to Calls-forService may not capture the entirety of crime events as a
process.

The narratives provided are likely incomplete.

Future studies may remedy this problem either by using a
larger sample or multiple data sources (e.g., personal
interviews or other secondary data sources) .
The next major limitation is that I could not account
for class in this study.

Unfortunately, Las Vegas Police

data does not indicate class or measures thereof.

There is

no way to determine the actors' economic background. Other
studies indicate that class is a significant factor in the
likelihood of a character contest (See Davidson 1989 and
Lofland 1969).

However, this study cannot evaluate the

impact of socio-economic status on the likelihood of
character contests.

Either its main effect or possible

interactions between SES and other variables, may have
explanatory value that cannot be determined.
The third main limitation of the study is the
measurement of the dependent variable: character contests.
Although character contests are identifiable in the police
records, those evaluations are based on potentially
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incomplete data.

Moreover, the definition of a character

contest is inherently ambiguous.

The three criteria used in

this study (a social offense, retaliatory violence, and
temporal ordering) may not capture the total essence of a
character contest.
Finally, this study may not be capturing the true body
of assaults, particularly assaults that involve mutual combat
for reasons mentioned above.

If mutual combat is a key

determinate of assaultive violence that leads to character
contests, further research will have to be completed.

The

nature of mutual combat in character contests may play a more
important role than emphasized in this study.
Combined, the limitations regarding the measurement of
variables and the data source do not exhaustively diminish
the findings of this study.

While this study is by no means

the definitive treatment of character contests, it does
establish new directions which further research can explore.
Primarily, these directions include the involvement of women
and older offenders in character contests.

Future Research and Policy Implications
Two key findings of this study have implications for
future research and policy implications.

First, this study

provides evidence that character contests can be measured in
police data.

However, the limitations noted above suggest

that alternate sources of data may be useful.

Second, if

trivial disputes tend to escalate into violence via character
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contests, there are some significant policy implications
related to that problem.

Primarily, individuals need

alternative ways to solve their grievances than violence.

If

these alternative dispute-resolving policies are implemented,
assaultive violence may decrease.
Alternative means to "save face" and avoid character
contests are necessary according to the findings of this
study.

These alternatives do not need to be focused on

young, male offenders; character contests have been shown to
occur among a variety of parties and in a number of
circumstances.

This finding is perhaps the most significant

of the current research.

Future research and policy

implications should account for a variety of situational
factors and not rely on the out-dated conceptualization of a
character contest.
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